Introduction
The present essay explores the interpenetration of oral and written modalities of early rabbinic tradition from roughly the second through the fourth centuries CE, as exemplified in the received text of the Mishnah.
1 My purpose in this exercise is, in large measure, to provide empirical grounds for enriching simplistic characterizations of the "orality" of rabbinic tradition enshrined in the historiography of rabbinic Judaism.
2 At the same time, I
1 In this study I use the text of C. Albeck, ed., The Six Orders of the Mishnah: WIth New Commentary, Introductions and Supplements (Jerusalem: Bialik and Tel Aviv: Dvir, 1965) . The versions of the Mishnah preserved in the discussions of Palestinian and Babylonian Amoraim and reflected in the manuscript traditions of the middle ages and printed editions since the sixteenth century all differ in a variety of ways from each other. None of these versions, in any event, can be regarded as identical with the early third-century compilation ascribed in talmudic tradition to the work of Judah the Patriarch. Moreover, attempts to reconstruct "early Mishnahs" or the "original Mishnah of Rabbi Judah the Patriarch" have been unsuccessful, although it is certainly possible to discern sources imbedded in the present versions. This means that the Mishnah that can be studied as an historical document is in fact a product of talmudic and, to a lesser degree, medieval scribal culture. It is for this reason, in part, that the term "tannaitic" for the Mishnah and associated works should be used advisedly. While the authorities cited in such works are regarded by third century authorities as "tannaim," the works themselves are the product of a later period. From the present perspective, a common flaw in all thcse works is a tendency to treat writing as a passive recording device which leaves unchanged the essentially oral content of the tradition (see n. 3). It is for this reason that most of the above scholars were so confident that rabbinic texts pro· vide unproblematic access to historical events and persons described within them. The model of interpenetration which I propose, to the contrary, remains sceptical regarding the historical accuracy of rabbinic tradition, for in the reciprocal passagc from performance to text and back again the con· tent of tradition is continually reframed in increasing distance from recoverable "events."
The major contribution of Jacob Neusner to this discussion (see ns. 4-5 for a short list) deserves special mention here. Insofar as he places the work of formulation and redaction in the late second century, he has insisted that the veracity of all historical accounts in this literature must be demon· strated rather than assumed. With this I entirely agree. Neusner, however, has consistently regarded the Mishnah in particular as a conventional literary work -he usually calls it a "document" -composed for memorization. In this view the "oral tradition" of Sages flows essentially out of a fixed literary foundation, and the "Oral Torah" is essentially an apologetic construction legitimating the textual authority of the Mishnah. In seeking to enrich conceptions of oral and written textuality in the Mishnah, therefore, I hope to dislodge Neusner's textual conceptions even as I build upon his results. On the relation of rabbinic tradition to the popular oral culture stemming from the Second Temple period, see E. Yassif, "Traces of Folk Traditions of the Second Temple Period in Rabbinic Literature," journal of jewish Studies 39 (1988), pp. 212-233 . Yassif is particularly persuasive in his insistance that oral tradition, cven in its most popular forms, is continally fed by written literary tra· dition.
; Contemporary theory in the study of orality and literacy has moved substantially beyond the positing of an exclusively oral register of poetic composition which shapes the foundational work of
